The grass isn't always greener For those Americans with health insurance the US can indeed be a fantastic place to get medical care. If you require hospitalization, you are likely to be admitted to a single en-suite room in a shiny and airy hospital replete with coffee shops, a bookstore, and in some cases, a small food court offering a choice of dining experiences. If specialist investigations like a CT or MRI are required, they will be performed almost immediately. Providing you have the resources or the appropriate insurance, you are virtually guaranteed a no-holds barred approach to the investigation and management of your ailment.
But 15% of Americans -approximately 1 in 7don't have health coverage and thus no regular access to a doctor. Those who get sick and don't have insurance have two options: (1) keep their fingers crossed they qualify for government assistance; or (2) try to pay the bill and risk bankruptcy in the process. Last year, a family friend in America's Midwest, from Senator Grassley's own state no less, had an emergency below-knee amputation. The bill for the procedure -payment for the expertise of the surgeon and anaesthetist, for the stay in hospital and the care it provided -came to $30,000. He was lucky and was approved for state assistance, Medicaid as it is known. He had no job and no insurance, which is partly why his condition deteriorated and ended up requiring the procedure. Had he not qualified, he would have been left homeless and carless, stripped of all his worldly possessions to fund his healthcare.
Even if you have health insurance it doesn't guarantee access to all the resources the US system has to offer. Insurance companies are, after all, out to make a profit and they can place restrictions and stipulations on your care -they can dictate which physician or surgeon treats you and can impose limits on the nature of the care you receive. If you want to go the extra mile, you will have to fund the difference. Also, every time you visit a doctor you will be required to make some contribution to the payment, colloquially known as a co-payment, which works out at around 10 -20% of the cost of the consultation.
The reason I mention all this is because I can't help but feel that, all too often, we in Britain fail to realize, or remember, just how lucky we are. It is well over half a century since the inception of the NHS and the creation of a far-reaching welfare state. The NHS is now the fourth largest employer in the world -behind the Chinese army, Wal-Mart, and the Indian Railways -but Aneurin Bevan's founding principles remain at the core of the British system: free medical care for all. Whether young or old, rich or poor, you will be treated just the same. That doesn't happen very much anymore, anywhere. It is something we should be proud of -really proud.
In Britain, if you are sick and you need it, you will receive world class, evidence-based healthcare. At no point will anybody ask you to pay some, or all, of your healthcare costs. We may spend considerably less on healthcare per citizen than the US (of the six countries analysed by the US Commonwealth Foundation in 2010, only New Zealand spent less than Britain) but we have more hospital beds per capita, more nurses and midwives per 10,000, fewer deaths due to medical and surgical errors, a lower infant mortality rate and longer life expectancy; 2,3 healthcare in this country is more accessible, equitable and efficient. In short, we have a healthcare service that 45 million uninsured Americans, and countless more people in both wealthier and less privileged nations, can only dream about.
Of course, the NHS is not infallible. There will always be shortcomings and room for improvement. Now, I don't know enough about the proposed changes for the NHS to say whether it will be a good or a bad thing. What I do know is this -the NHS is here, it is ours, and we should be proud of it. For those people who deride it, who find reason to complain about the care they receive, I suggest they consider seeking healthcare elsewhere -America perhaps. Just be sure to take your chequebook and scrutinize your insurance policy.
